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Synopses
The theme of the “ordinary” can be found in 
the later volumes of Wallace Stevens, especially in 
Auroras of Autumn (1950). Through experiencing the 
social crisis of the 1930s, Stevens came to consider 
such themes in regard to the social engagement of his 
poetry. Whereas New Historicism has investigated the 
actual relationship between poetry and society, some 
critics have recently formulated Stevens’ poetics of the 
“ordinary,” which is characterized by a habitual pattern 
or daily repetition. Formalist reading expands this 
regularity to the linguistic level, and demonstrates how 
repetitive rhetoric plays an important role in Stevens’ 
later poetry. The long meditative style and his trust 
in rhetoric distinguished Stevens from contemporary 
poets, and made the basis of his modernism.
Following these arguments about rhetoric, this 
paper tries to analyze the performative and constructive 
aspects of Stevens’ meta-poetry including his last long-
poem “An Ordinary Evening in New Haven” (hereafter 
“Ordinary Evening”). Stevens’ meta-poetry is both the 
theory and the practice of what it theorizes, and the 
rhetoric makes transparent the process by which the 
grounds of the “ordinary” are constructed. The close 
reading of “Ordinary Evening” will elucidate that the 
self-reflexive rhetoric of this meta-poetry enables the 
reader to consider not only a state of the poem but also 
the condition of the world outside, especially Europe. 
In the end, this paper will conclude that the lyricism of 
“Ordinary Evening” may propose the mode of thinking 
of how to reconsider and reconstruct the world in which 
we live.
Preparatory for the analysis of “Ordinary 
Evening,” we firstly consider an instance of rhetorical 
performance in Stevens’ meta-poetry. For some critics, 
Stevens exemplified lyric solipsism because his poetry 
could be labeled as an autotelic “monologue.” But 
meta-poetry like “Of Modern Poetry” may revise such 
an accusation. The practice of how to write poetry can 
inspire the creative interpretation so that the reader 
becomes involved in the process of poetic construction 
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performed in the poem. Thus, Stevens’ meta-poetry 
is not a solipsistic monologue, but it is intended for 
cooperation with the reader and the speaker. 
In light of these characteristics of meta-poetry 
we move, secondly, to the close reading of “Ordinary 
Evening” Actually, “Ordinary Evening” was written 
during the beginning phase of the Cold War, in the 
immediate aftermath of the World War II. Stevens 
reflected this historical context in the poem, and 
attempted to reconstruct the war-devastated Europe 
by replacing its situation into New Haven. This poetic 
reconstruction is mainly enacted through the constant 
experiment with rhetoric. As we can see in Canto 
I, the poem implies the tentativeness of reality and 
unauthorized position of the speaker by its qualification 
of the “eye” that substitutes lyrical “I.” The reader 
is therefore encouraged to participate in the process 
of thinking and creating reality by poetic language. 
Furthermore, negation hidden in the reality is also the 
key to understand this poem. The absence or deficiency 
can be identified in the cataloguing nouns in Canto III. 
As well as the speaker, the reader might be stimulated 
by a desire to redeem such negativity. Based on these 
conditions of the poem, Stevens tentatively formulates 
the poetic representation as “[t]he poem is the cry of its 
occasion” in Canto XII. Poetry is therefore not a static 
description after the fact but the simultaneous “cry” of 
experience. Although the attempt to represent reality 
“as they are” will always result in failure, the reader 
can only get to close reality by acknowledging the 
limitations of language. 
All these analyses of the poem may prepare for 
reading the famous Canto. The climactic Canto 
XXVIII, ultimately, exemplifies how Stevens 
foregrounds the world outside by his elaborate use of 
rhetoric and the performative aspect of meta-poetry. 
The intricate evasiveness of the rhetoric can also rectify 
any dogmatic formulation, and present a possible model 
of how to establish grounds for reconstructing the world 
by words. Finally, the open-endedness of the closure in 
the last Canto motions a reader back to the incomplete, 
tentative state of the “ordinary” in which one lives. It is 
as if the power of the poem might survive the shattering 
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of solid ending or false generalization proposed by 
political statement. In conclusion, “Ordinary Evening” 
therefore offers “endlessly elaborating” rhetoric that 
continues to offer a mode of valuing our world which 
might be called “ordinary.”
SynopSeS vii
This essay aims to show, despite the superficial 
impression that Carver’s short stories are based on 
male-centered values, how the narratives of Carver’s 
short stories in What We Talk about When We Talk 
About Love relate to the feminist ideas, discourses, 
and efforts.  Published in 1981, in a period of backlash 
against feminism under Reagan administration, the 
short stories in this book are apparently fraught with 
violence against women.  “Tell the Women We’re 
Going” and “So Much Water So Close to Home” 
focus on male characters who commit rape and 
murder, and “The Third Thing That Killed My Father 
Off” and several other stories thematize domestic 
violence.  These stories raise the topic of social ills of 
violence and oppression against women.  The feminist 
movement since the 1970s in the United States has 
argued that “the personal is political.”  Based on this 
notion, the feminists have stressed that social and 
economic oppression against women derives from not 
only personal relations but also economic and social 
structures.  Thus, they have emphasized the necessity of 
social and public efforts and structural change in order 
to eliminate violence against women.  Despite Carver’s 
stories’ seemingly anti-feminist motifs, analyses of 
language, characters, discourses and symbolism of the 
short stories have shown that what the short stories 
indicate is that violence and oppression against women 
by American males are not only personal but also 
structural, which parallels with the basis of feminist 
ideas and efforts.  Therefore, Carver’s short stories 
include conflicting ideas: whereas they represent a spate 
of alarming violence and oppression against women 
which goes against the ideal of feminism, they support 
justice of feminist ideas and efforts through narratives 
which indicate that difficulties of women are structural 
as well as personal.
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